threatening abundance of the jungle. These varied ways of seeing Central America revealed themselves in more than just semantic representations; they influenced U.S. actions and policies in the tropics. These contradictory narratives were used to legitimate imperialist intervention and actions in the Panama Canal Zone in the early twentieth century. Agreement on the climatic character of the region-the heat and humidity associated with the tropical lowlands-is more general. In fact, highland areas such as the Meseta Central of Costa Rica were excluded from the tropical discourse because, as one traveler stated, they are as "cool and healthful as the coastal plains are torrid and fever-infested" (Putnam 1913, 10) . The interpretation of tropical heat and humidity has shifted over the past two centuries, however. At various times North Americans have imagined the Central American lowland tropics as distant paradises or fever coasts (in the nineteenth century), as banana republics (in the early to mid-twentieth century), as places for revolution (in the 1970S and 198os), and as sites for romantic ecotravels (in the 199os). In this article I use the word tropics to refer to the lowland tropics, and I deal exclusively with the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
THE DISCOURSE OF THE
In this geographical and historical context, the character of tropical climates was frequently expressed in subjective terms, even when placed within a so-called scientific framework. Turn-of-the-century U.S. natural science textbooks typically included a classification of the tropical flora, fauna, temperatures, and diseases in Central America. Such descriptions, however, were frequently intertwined with an author's opinions concerning heat, disease, dark-skinned peoples, hot or spicy foods, exotic fruit, fecund vegetation, and economic underdevelopment. For example, in his 1918 Handbook of Commercial Geography, Geo. G. Chisholm describes the specific rainfall amounts, humidity, and temperature that are characteristic of the tropics while noting the "excessive" heat and "irksome" humidity (p. 23). "Scientific" discourse on the tropics was full of value-laden descriptions.
Without doubt, the label tropical has been used to stereotype and homogenize a wide range of places, from Singapore to Sierra Leone. Even so, the discourse is heavily influenced by a distinctive set of regional identities. In Western discourse, archetypal tropical representations can be identified for Central America, for West Africa, and for the South Pacific. Perhaps most famous among these is the overwhelmingly posi-tive Eurocentric portrayal of the South Pacific. Based on the gendered, Edenic visions of Captain James Cook, Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, and Paul Gaugin, a recognizable image was set by the early twentieth century. Indeed, it was so well ingrained that when Alec Waugh arrived in Tahiti By contrast, based on a well-deserved reputation for extremely high death rates, representations of the West African tropics invoked fears of death and disease. "The deadliest spot on earth" was how British doctors described the region to Mary Kingsley prior to her 1893 journey (Kingsley 1987, 12) . As epidemiological danger combined with racial prejudice, travelers to the West African coast were warned to prepare "for lonely ports of call, for sickening heat, for swarming multitudes of blacks" (Davis 1907, 8 By the mid-nineteenth century more detailed knowledge was available. Central America began to take on a more complex (and geographically specific) meaning for the U.S. public after travelers' harrowing descriptions of tropical places became a commonplace of popular journals (Miller 1989, 118) Writers also depicted a more realistic side of travel, making associations between Central America and tropical diseases, especially malaria and yellow fever. Panama was viewed as particularly deadly (and indeed it was), with death rates of around 60 per 1,ooo during the 188os (Harrison 1978,163) . Although endemic diseases were a significant problem for travelers and residents alike, regional overgeneralization painted all places as dangerous by virtue of their location in Central America.
Books written about agricultural enterprises in the early twentieth century, especially those that described banana plantations, challenged some of these images. To give just one example, a business-oriented writer in 1929, while acknowledging the negative aspects of plantations in the tropics, stressed North Americans' ability to dominate and tame nature: "For four and a half centuries the white man has battled against nature and against his fellows in that region between Cancer and Capricorn which forms the American tropics. And nature until lately has always won. Only now is man gaining a measure of mastery" (Crowther 1929, v Visitors marveled at the speed at which plants grew, creating a veritable "flood of tropical vegetation" (Tomes 1855, 78). Even a century later, an author observed that "the tropical cousin of the tree that grows in Brooklyn will likely grow somewhere between two and nine times as fast in Panama or Honduras" (Wilson 1951, 5) . Given these assumptions, the commonplace conclusion was that tropical living was as easy as reaching to the closest tree for sustenance. Ellsworth Huntington expressed this thought when he somewhat jokingly opined that in tropical regions "the native has nothing to do except lie under the trees and wait for the fruit to drop into his mouth" (Huntington 1922, 281 ). This contrasted with the perceived hard life of winter and work in the temperate zone.
Such positive descriptions were often used to promote agricultural enterprise. Because tropical land was available for the taking with minimal effort by U.S. imperialists, they came up with a variety of schemes to promote rubber, coffee, and banana plantations. Drawing heavily on the idea of tropical fertility, these schemes suggested that one's choice of crop was as simple as deciding what would bring the highest price on the world market (a claim which is still being made today [Slater 1995, 115] 
1989, 120). Given that many nineteenth-century North American visitors arrived in
Panama intent on traveling quickly across the country but were slowed by various obstacles, it is not surprising that the purple prose of the romantic arrival scenes was soon supplanted by more dismal reflections on local conditions. A darker description of Panama is evinced: "Forests, so closely interwoven with thick growth that they were impenetrable to light, which had darkened the country in perpetual night for ages, had to be cleared. Walls of jungle had to be struck down, and treacherous swamps, in which man had never before ventured, had to be made firm as a founda- In general, the longer the physical contact with Panama, the more negative the impression. As one perceptive traveler put it, "Our poetic conception of the place, excited by the distant view some hours ago, now began to vanish rapidly and forever" (Scruggs 1910 , 2). The heat, once a pleasant diversion from winter, became oppressive.
Extended contact with the tropics would eventually negatively affect everyone in some fashion. Environmental determinism, especially in the popular works of geographers, reinforced this concern. Semple, for example, claimed that the tropics induced indolence and self-indulgence by relaxing "the mental and moral fiber" (1911, determinism were part of a larger discourse on the phenomenon of tropicality, largely composed of impressionistic reactions to the natural environment-the soil, the jungle, the light, and the heat.
Mention of the tropics also invoked notions of disease. Based on prevailing miasmatic theories of disease, the warm and moist climate was thought to be a breeding ground for disease. "The alternate action of sun and rain upon the rank vegetable growth, saturated with moisture and seething in a constant summer-heat, necessarily keeps up a perpetual process of rotting fermentation, which engenders intermittent, bilious, congestive, and yellow fevers, and the other malignant results of impure miasmatic exhalation" (Tomes 1855, 51). Because yellow fever was historically associated with Central America, some even talked of a "sickly yellow mist of Panama" (Davis 1896, 197) .
Disease was indeed a great problem in the nineteenth century, but by the early twentieth century the discovery and understanding of the mosquito vector had changed North Americans' ability to control mosquito-borne diseases. A dramatic drop was forged in the disease-related mortality rate in the Canal Zone from roughly 
Rife with disease ('jungle fever') and decay ('jungle rot'), it is home to beasts and unsavory characters such as hoboes and tramps" (Slater 1995, 118).
Jungle may have a precise botanical meaning, but it also, as the preceding account shows, encompasses much of what was mythical or negative about the tropics. Many accounts semantically distilled negative ideas of the jungle from the more ambiguous category of tropics. If imperial North Americans felt competent to cope with the tropics, they considered the jungle to be out of control. They rarely lived in the jungle. Instead, they relished the dangers of their brief journeys into the "primitive" jungle and wrote of them in lurid accounts.
The jungle was taken to be a timeless feature, "centuries old," casting a "perpetual shadow" over the landscape until "civilization dispersed the dark cloud of growth impenetrable to the sun" (Tomes 1855, 50).5 From the U.S. point of view, the jungle was antithetical to the evident civilization of cleared and quonsetted suburban landscapes in the Canal Zone. The jungle was something for North American residents to fear and avoid. A similar sentiment was still in full voice, despite the intervening years, when a writer for the National Geographic Magazine described his visit to Panama's jungle as "a bit frightening suddenly to find, not houses and lamp-posts and the noisy people who have composed the customary environment and whom one understands, but in every direction and everywhere strange, silent tree trunks, no two alike" (Fairchild 1922, 131 ).
RESPONSES TO THE PANAMA CANAL
These positive and negative narratives of the tropical discourse gave rise to varied responses, which, as James S. Duncan (1993) has argued more generally, served to reinforce dominant ideologies and actions. Certainly the resulting representations dovetailed with U.S. interests in Panama. Nowhere was this clearer than in the Panama Canal Zone.
Positive narratives were used to make the case that life was good in the region. By 1912, for example, forests were being replaced by a number of small towns. These towns-at least where white North Americans lived-reminded visitors of new suburban developments in U.S. cities. Cream-and-gray stucco houses, fronted by sidewalks and trees, were surrounded by lush, manicured lawns. Rosy-hued descriptions of arrival were used to attract even more residents.
Although positive narratives were useful for economic enterprise and reflected a way of life for North Americans in Panama, they never came to dominate earlytwentieth-century impressions of the Panamanian tropics, for a number of reasons. First, despite paradisal notions, North Americans found these images at odds with the realities of living in heat and humidity. Second, the hardships of tropical existence were useful for justifying the high salaries and luxurious housing in North American-run settlements. In the Canal Zone, for example, U.S. officials legitimated a substantial housing allowance and a 25 percent salary differential on the basis of the apparent "hardship" of "whites" living in the tropics. As a result, attempts by Canal officials to downplay the positive aspects of Panama were frequent. In a 1921 letter to a congressional-committee staffer, the executive secretary of the Panama Canal Company had to justify extended vacations for employees. He attempted to convince Congress that, despite the glowing descriptions by tourists and despite the observation that the Zone had been transformed from pesthole to paradise, living in Panama was a real hardship: "It cannot be denied that a humid and constantly warm climate such as we have here-nine degrees north of the equator-is enervating, and in the course of months saps the vitality of people from the temperate climates, and it stands to reason that more leave should be granted employees working under such 2. Discourses can productively be viewed as sets of preconceptions, prejudices, mind-sets, and ideas that strongly influence, enable, and constrain social practice. In this way, the tropics constitute a discourse of landscape-a bounded mind-set common to those in the dominant society, which mentally and geographically determines meaning attached to a set of facts and perceptions about the place. By informing modes of U.S. representation in Panama, they provide both rationale and validation for actions. 
